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Southwestern Willow Flycatcher (Empidonax traillii extrimus) 

 

Species status statement 

Distribution 

Southwestern willow flycatcher is a distinct subspecies of a wide-ranging species (willow 

flycatcher), distinguished by its unique call and unique distribution. The southwestern 

subspecies breeds only along scattered riparian corridors in desert Arizona, New Mexico, and 

southern California, Nevada, Utah, and Colorado. In Utah its range is now limited to the extreme 

south, on the Virgin and San Juan Rivers. Southwestern willow flycatcher is thought to winter 

primarily west of Mexico’s Sierra Occidental. 

 

Table 1. Utah counties currently occupied by this species. 

 

 

Abundance and Trends 

Southwestern willow flycatcher is thought to have undergone large declines, however its 

restricted range and limited habitat hamper estimates. In 1987, from a minimum 359 known 

breeding territories, the population was estimated to be between 500 and 1,000 pairs (Unitt 

1987). In 1993, the population was estimated to be 230 and 500 pairs (Federal Register 2013), 

and again in 2007 as 1,299 pairs (Durst et al. 2008).  

Breeding Bird Surveys in Utah do not distinguish between willow flycatcher subspecies. For the 

species, Utah BBS data show non-significant -0.46% declines per year throughout the state 

from 1967-2015 (95% CI: -3.42 to 2.41; Sauer et al. 2017). No population estimate for the 

southwestern subspecies exists for Utah, though in a 2007 survey, seven southwestern willow 

flycatcher territories were found in southern Utah, comprising 0.5% of the known flycatcher 

territories in that year throughout its range (Durst et al. 2008). 

Currently Southwestern willow flycatcher is: 

 Listed as Endangered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service under the Endangered 

Species act of 1973 (79 FR 59992) 

 Identified by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as a priority species at the continental 

and Bird Conservation Region scales on the Birds of Conservation Concern list (draft 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2017) 
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Statement of habitat needs and threats to the species 

Habitat Needs 

This bird is associated with shrubby, wet areas, often along streams and canyon bottoms 

(Sedgwick 2000). It currently breeds from nearly sea level to around 8,500 ft within riparian 

corridors (Durst et al. 2008). During breeding, flycatchers occupy relatively large patches of 

dense trees and shrubs near water or wetland areas (Sogge et al. 2010). Individual site 

conditions including dominant plant species, patch size, vegetation height, and habitat structure 

vary greatly between occupied sites (Federal Register 2013). Generally, flycatchers are 

restricted to nesting in areas with either willows or tamarisk (Federal Register 2013). Migrating 

southwestern willow flycatchers are also detected in riparian habitats or patches that would be 

unsuitable for nest placement (i.e., too short, sparse, or small), including those containing exotic 

plant species (Federal Register 2013). 

 

Threats to the species 

As a southwestern riparian specialist, this flycatcher is vulnerable to a variety of threats, 

including damming, channelization, urbanization, drought, and the spread of invasive plants and 

insects. Water resources within the flycatcher’s range are heavily used by municipalities, 

industry, and agriculture. River and stream habitats of the flycatcher continue to be threatened 

by impoundments and ground water pumping. One study found that southwestern willow 

flycatchers would not attempt to breed after alteration of the local flood cycle removed flowing 

water from the site (Johnson et al. 1999). In addition, livestock preferentially seek riparian areas 

for water, shade, and forage (i.e., grasses, cottonwood and willow saplings). Unregulated 

livestock grazing can reduce native vegetation densities, compact soil, increase erosion, and 

knock down nests (Sedgewick 2000). Recreational use of these riparian areas by hikers, bikers, 

and OHV operators also contributes to habitat degradation and possibly nest disturbance and 

abandonment. 

The introduction and wide-spread dominance of tamarisk has also impacted habitat structures in 

riparian corridors.  While tamarisk is used for nesting, it is not a preferred species. A 2007 

range-wide survey found 44% of flycatcher territories contained greater than 90% native 

vegetation, 31% contained 50-90% native vegetation, and only 4% were dominated by more 

than 90% exotic (tamarisk) vegetation (Durst et al. 2008). Efforts to control the spread of 

tamarisk resulted in the introduction of an exotic tamarisk-eating beetle to the US. In the long 

term, and with improved stream-flow regimes plus secondary weed control, this tamarisk 

suppression should benefit native wildlife by allowing native riparian vegetation recovery. 

However, in the near term, particularly in the absence of either secondary weed control or 

improved stream-flow regimes, during flycatcher nesting season tamarisk beetles defoliate 

tamarisk. In stands still retaining a large amount of tamarisk, this defoliation increases nest 

exposure to temperature extremes and predation (Hatten 2016). A recent report estimates that 
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between 2010 and 2015, the beetles decreased flycatcher habitat by 94% along the Virgin River 

as live tamarisk was replaced by dead tamarisk and invasive forbs (Hatten 2016). 

Brood parasitism by brown-headed cowbirds may also play a large role in productivity of the 

southwestern willow flycatcher (Sedgewick 2000). Flycatcher nest success increased from 23% 

to 39% when cowbirds were removed from a site in California (Whitfield et al. 1999). However, 

cowbirds must be constantly managed to have an effect. 

 

Table 2. Summary of a Utah threat assessment and prioritization completed in 2014. This 

assessment applies to the species’ entire distribution within Utah. For species that also occur 

elsewhere, this assessment applies only to the portion of their distribution within Utah. The full 

threat assessment provides more information including lower-ranked threats, crucial data gaps, 

methods, and definitions (UDWR 2015; Salafsky et al. 2008). 

 

 

Rationale for Designation. 

Managers believe southwestern willow flycatcher has undergone substantial declines in the last 

few decades, despite some habitat restoration efforts. These perceived declines may underline 

a lack of fundamental knowledge, or potentially, of effective regulatory protections. Conserving 

the remaining, fragmented portions of the population is critical to continued viability of 

populations, including those residing in Utah. Designating southwestern willow flycatcher as a 

Sensitive Species will facilitate local research and monitoring, leading to higher quality data and 

development of more robust management guidelines. 
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Economic Impacts of Sensitive Species Designation 

Sensitive species designation is intended to facilitate management of this species, which is 

required to reverse Endangered Species Act Listing and lessen related economic impacts. 

Southwestern willow flycatcher is currently listed as threatened under the Endangered Species 

Act. This listing has resulted in extensive costs to mitigate water development and manage 

water resources in southern Utah, and specifically Washington County. It has also resulted in 

increased costs to mitigate impacts from nonnative vegetation, and to comply with regulations 

for many land use decisions including infrastructure and water use. These costs will remain as 

long as the species is listed under the Endangered Species Act. If the species is downlisted or 

delisted, continued efforts will be required to mitigate threats and maintain stronger populations. 
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